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Learning Chinese as a Heritage Language in Australia and beyond: the role of capital 
 
Abstract 
The benefits of learning and retaining Heritage Languages are well documented in the literature. 
Chinese Heritage Language Learners’ commitment to their Heritage Language learning has gained 
significant research ground in social psychological and poststructural schools, with empirical 
evidence predominantly emerging from the North American contexts. There is scant sociological 
examination of similar problems conducted outside North America. The current study aims to make 
a contribution in this regard. The use of Bourdieu’s sociological notion of capital in the Australian 
context complements the social psychological and poststructural work predominantly produced in 
the North American contexts. The initial quantitative sub-study analyses the impacts of various 
resources on the Chinese Heritage Language proficiency of 230 snowball-sampled Chinese 
Australian respondents to an online survey. The subsequent qualitative sub-study explores the profits 
of learning Chinese Heritage Language through interviews with a sub-set of the survey sample. 
Findings indicate that cultural, social, and symbolic capital significantly, positively contributes to 
Chinese Australians’ Chinese Heritage Language proficiency, which, in return, produces profits in 
different forms of capital. The study suggests a reciprocal relationship between ‘capital’ and Chinese 
Heritage Language proficiency. 
Keywords: Heritage Language, Chinese Australians, capital, Bourdieu 
 
Introduction 
In English-speaking countries, Heritage Language (HL) denotes a language other than English that 
is associated with one’s cultural background (Chinen and Tucker 2005, Cho, Cho, and Tse 1997). 
The benefits of learning and retaining HLs, both for individuals and for society, have been well 
documented (Tse 2001, Baker 2003, Cho 2000, McGinnis 2005). Nevertheless, loss of HL often 
occurs with the shift from HL to English (Baker 2003, Fishman 1991, Tse 2001). This is no 
exception for Chinese Heritage Language (CHL). In response to language shift, Chinese Heritage 
Language Learners (CHLLs) are apt to have considerably different reasons behind their 
commitment to CHL learning. CHLLs may study Chinese because their parents push them to; or 
maybe it is easier for them to learn Chinese than other languages; or perhaps they want to 
communicate with the Chinese-speaking community (Xing 2006). In the past three decades, the 
rapid economic growth in China has extended these commitments to include personal benefits and 
future opportunities for employment (Tsung and Cruickshank 2011). The current study aims to 
understand the nature and dynamics of these commitments and the returns on these commitments. 
The study sets its scene in Australia, an idiosyncratic cultural and social space for Chinese 
Australians, their ancestors and descendants. The earliest documented Chinese immigration to 
Australia dates back almost two hundred years, with Mak Sai Ying being the first recorded Chinese 
settler in 1818 and with the first large group of immigrants arriving from southeast China in 
October 1848 (Cushman 1984). The ‘gold-rush’ age saw the arrival of many more Chinese 
gold-seekers. However, the agitation of European diggers towards Chinese diggers due to the lure 
of gold and the competition in gold mining resulted in restrictive anti-Chinese legislation in the late 
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1850s and the early 1860s. Later, the so-called ‘White Australia Policy’ promulgated in 1901 
constructed the legal basis for the racial superiority of ‘whiteness’ over ‘Chineseness’ and other 
‘colournesses’. Nevertheless, multiculturalism was developed through the gradual dismantlement of 
the White Australia Policy in the 1970s and the promulgation of a series of language policies 
subsequently. The 1970 Review of Teaching Asian Languages and Cultures in Australia 
(Commonwealth Advisory Committee 1970), the 1978 Galbally Report (Galbally 1978), the 1987 
National Policy on Languages (Lo Bianco 1987), the 1991 Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy (DEET 1991), the 1994 Asian Languages and Australia’s Economic Future (COAG 1994), 
and the 2011 Shape of Australian Curriculum: Languages (ACARA 2011) consistently emphasise 
the importance of teaching and learning Chinese and other Asian languages both as additional 
languages and HLs. The 2012 Australia in the Asian Century White Paper (Australian Government 
2012) further increased the linguistic value of Chinese language in Australia.  
Over the past two centuries, Australia has become a complex social place for Chinese 
Australians who firstly suffered, willingly or unwillingly, from the potholes and distractions brought 
by the historical discrimination against their Chineseness, and then have enjoyed, consciously or 
unconsciously, the rejuvenation of their CHL brought by the multicultural ideology. Therefore, it is 
important to unearth the sociological reasons behind Chinese Australians’ commitments to their 
CHL learning in contemporary Australia. The reasons will soon become clear in the exposition. 
Now I will turn to a review of the CHL research, which helps to establish a conceptual foundation 
and a theoretical framework for the current study. 
 
Motivation, investment, and capital behind the commitment to CHL learning 
The commitments of these learners to CHL learning have been discussed through different camps of 
research, mostly affiliated with social psychological and poststructural schools. Informed by 
motivation theory (Gardner and Lambert 1959, 1972) and self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 
2000), social psychological literature seeks to examine integrative vs. instrumental reasons and 
intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivations behind CHL learning. The integrative interest in Chinese culture 
and the internal desire to understand their historical heritage as well as the instrumental orientation 
to fulfil course requirements were found to be the initial motivation for CHLLs’ choice of learning 
Chinese in US universities (Wen 1997), while the decision to continue their Chinese learning was 
instrumentally associated with the perceived usefulness of the language career-wise, and the 
perceived importance of the language in the global economy (Wen 2011). This was largely 
consistent with the Canadian studies. Li (2005) found that most CHLLs in a university were driven 
by both integrative and instrumental orientations – to learn more about their ethnic culture and to 
increase their future career opportunities brought by the growing Chinese economy. Similarly, 
Comanaru and Noels (2009) revealed both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation of CHLLs in another 
university. 
Interestingly, integrative motivation was found to be more important than instrumental 
motivation for CHLLs to learn Chinese, with the pursuit of Chinese heritage roots to be the most 
important dimension within integrative motivational orientations (Yang 2003). Compared with 
non-CHLLs, CHLLs felt much more strongly that Chinese was a central part of themselves, they 
felt more pressure from others to learn Chinese, or they had a stronger self-imposed feeling that 
they ought to learn the language (Comanaru and Noels 2009). However, some comparative studies 
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indicated contrasting results: CHLLs sometimes were found to be more instrumentally motivated to 
pursue Chinese than non-CHLLs (Lu and Li 2008), while at other times both CHLLs and 
non-CHLLs valued the usefulness of Chinese language and studied the language for future 
opportunities, and no significant difference in instrumental motivation was observed between the 
two groups (Wen 2011). 
Empirical studies acknowledge that traditional motivation dichotomies become blurred and 
blended among CHLLs. In this vein, extant research points out the limitation of using motivation 
theories to investigate CHLLs within an individualistic, reductionist framework. This considers 
motivation no different from a static individual trait of CHLLs and attributes ineffective CHL 
learning to the failure in sustaining a necessary level of drive in the learning process. These 
assumptions overlook the fact that motivation is contextualised in social structures (Norton 1995) 
and anchored in learners’ reciprocal relationships and collective practices (Celik 2007).  
Unlike the social psychological approaches to motivation, poststructuralist theorists view 
commitment to language learning as a co-construction with discursive and social structures that 
cannot be simply and easily compartmentalised into one type or another originating uniquely from 
or residing within the individual learner (Li and Duff 2008). In light of feminist poststructuralism, 
Norton (1995) argues that the classical social psychological concept of motivation does not pay 
attention to the complex and dynamic relationship between the learner and the social world. She 
criticises the view of language learners as static individuals who are inadequately labelled as a 
constellation of binaries – motivated versus unmotivated. In an attempt to critically conceptualise 
the complex relationship between the language learner and the social world, Norton (1995) 
proposes the concept of ‘investment’ to recast the concept of ‘motivation’ (Gardner and Lambert 
1959, 1972). According to Norton (2000), language learners will expect some return on that 
investment, which is commensurate with the effort expended on language learning. In other words, 
learning a language is investing with the hope of gaining access to a wider range of symbolic 
resources, such as education, occupation, and friendship, and material resources, such as real estate 
and money (Norton 2000). 
Drawing insights from Norton’s (1995) concept of investment, Weger-Guntharp (2006) 
revealed CHLLs’ various reasons behind their CHL learning, including the intended use of Chinese 
for future work, attaining advanced levels of Chinese, and understanding their cultural heritage. In 
addition, CHLLs’ investment was found to be changing and shifting across time. Many CHLLs 
reported that learning Chinese was once an unpleasant activity forced on them by their parents, 
while later they considered Chinese learning a wise and worthwhile investment (Wong and Xiao 
2010, Weger-Guntharp 2006). As a return on this investment, many CHLLs believed that Chinese 
proficiency would enhance their job prospects and favourably position them in the global markets, 
and that Chinese proficiency was a means to foster their connections to Chinese-speaking 
communities. In brief, the poststructural notion of investment accounts for CHLLs’ commitment to 
CHL learning in relation to their imagined future in the lived social world. As a return on this 
investment, these learners can expect to gain access to a wider range of resources.  
The notion of investment helps to explain CHLLs’ commitment to their CHL learning, whereas 
it has not gone without criticism. Menard-Warwick (2005) suggested that the notion of investment 
does not adequately consider both the structural and agentive forces that shape a learner’s language 
development and faulted this notion for not offering an adequate investigation into learners’ 
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trajectories. In addition, the notion of investment fails to conceptualise the nature and dynamics of 
the resources available to the language learners (Mu 2013). 
To complement the use of Norton’s poststructural notion of investment, Bourdieu’s 
sociological concept of capital has been used to offer wide purchase in language education 
scholarship because investment demands capital and capital has or adds value to realise the return 
on the investment. To clarify, capital refers to accumulated resources and has the potential to 
produce profits and to reproduce itself in an identical or expanded form (Bourdieu 1986). These 
forms include economic capital – financial wealth; cultural capital – socially valued cultural objects; 
embodied knowledge, behaviour, and modes of thought; and institutional credentials; social capital 
– the possession of durable networks of acquaintance and recognition (Bourdieu 1986); and 
symbolic capital – “a reputation for competence and an image of respectability and honourability” 
(Bourdieu 1984, 291). In a language learning context, language learners’ investment of any 
accessible capital in a target language may have the potential to produce proficiency in this 
language, a profit that in return is convertible into various forms of capital.  
However, there is a dearth of research investigating HLLs’ commitment to HL learning from a 
Bourdieusian stance. Relevant research conducted outside North America has been even limited. In 
this vein, there is a demand for sociological investigation into the complexities of CHLLs, not only 
in North America but also in other diasporic contexts worldwide, such as Australia, a complex space 
with an idiosyncratic historical and cultural background, where CHL has the heterogeneity in its 
speakers and their associated social, cultural, and historical ramifications. The current study aims to 
make a contribution in this regard. Drawing on Bourdieu’s sociology, the study attempts to use the 
notion of capital in a CHL context. Accordingly, the study asks two research questions: Does young 
Chinese Australians’ investment of various forms of capital in CHL learning contribute to their CHL 
proficiency? What are the profits of this CHL learning in terms of capital production? The study 
adopts a mixed methods design. The initial quantitative phase addresses the first research question 
and the subsequent qualitative phase addresses the second research question. 
 
The quantitative sub-study 
The quantitative data was produced through an online survey. Given the impossibility of using the 
probability sampling strategies, the current study distributed the link to the online survey through 
snowball sampling, which is widely used in heritage research (Gibbs and Hines 1992, Hall 1992, 
Pao, Wong, and Teuben-Rowe 1997, Root 1992, Kiang 2008). In this way, 230 young Chinese 
Australian participants, ranging in age between 18 and 35, were approached. To the best of my 
knowledge and belief, this is the largest national sample of Chinese Australians to date. This sample 
is considered having captured diverse demographic features. One hundred and eleven participants 
were born outside Australia, with 95 born in China (the Chinese Mainland, Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Taiwan) and 16 born in other countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and 
Vietnam). Aged between nine months and 13 years at immigration, these participants met the 
conventional age criterion for designation as HLLs (Bhatti 2002, Mu 2013, Zhang 2009). The 
Australian-born group consisted of 119 participants, with 73 identifying as second-generation, 31 as 
third-generation, and the remaining 15 as fourth- or further removed generation. Participants 
reportedly used a variety of languages at home, including English, Mandarin, Cantonese, other 
Chinese Dialects, Indonesian, Vietnamese, or a mixture of these languages. 
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To gauge CHL proficiency, a self-reporting strategy was used. This is a common approach to 
measuring subject achievement in large-scale survey research, particularly when direct testing is 
logistically difficult. There are contrasting views on this approach. On the one hand, the 
meta-analysis conducted by Kuncel, Credé, and Thomas (2005) challenged the accuracy of 
self-reported academic grades, ranks, and test scores. On the other hand, many other studies have 
found self-reported subject achievement to be remarkably consistent with the actual achievement 
(Anaya 1999, Cassady 2001, Cole and Gonyea 2010). In particular, self-reported language 
proficiency has been found to substantially correlate with directly-measured language ability (Oh 
and Fuligni 2010, Kang and Kim 2012). Given this, Mu’s (2013, in press) four-item instrument that 
gauges self-reported CHL listening, speaking, reading and writing skills was adopted as a proxy 
measure of CHL proficiency. The current study is particularly interested in Mandarin proficiency 
due to its increasing value in various linguistic fields (Mu 2013), Australia in particular (Tasker 
2012).  
Empirical efforts have been made to quantify capital, as advised by Bourdieu (1990) that the 
distribution of capital in its different forms is quantifiable. For example, cultural capital can be 
measured by highest personal educational attainment (Bourdieu 1973, 1984, Veenstra 2009), 
attendance at high cultural events (such as concerts, galleries, and museums) (De Graaf and De 
Graaf 2000, DiMaggio 1982, Dumais 2002, Marks 2009, Sullivan 2001, Yamamoto and Brinton 
2010), and ownership of cultural or educational objects (Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell 1999, 
Sullivan 2001, Yamamoto and Brinton 2010); social capital can be measured by participation in 
different kinds of social associations and frequency of contacts with acquaintances, friends, and 
family members (Veenstra 2009). Informed by these empirical efforts, 16 items were developed, 
piloted, and validated to operationalise capital, with each form of capital being measured by four 
items. The reliability and validity statistics of the instrument are reported in Table 1. 
Table 1. Reliability and validity of the instrument 
Reliability statistics 
CHL 
proficiency 
Economic 
capital 
Cultural 
capital 
Social 
capital 
Symbolic 
capital 
Cronbach’s α .98 .84 .91 .90 .87 
SMCs  
(Jöreskog and Sörbom 1996) 
> .50 ≥ .50 > .50 ≥ .50 ≥ .50 
Construct reliability  
(Fornell and Larcker 1981) 
.77 .69 .66 .61 .63 
Variance extracted  
(Fornell and Larcker 1981) 
82.56% 76.46% 74.02% 69.99% 72.09% 
Coefficient H  
(Hancock and Mueller 2001) 
.95 .91 .89 .87 .89 
Validity statistics 
CHL 
proficiency 
Economic 
capital 
Cultural 
capital 
Social 
capital 
Symbolic 
capital 
Construct validity 
 χ2 (p) 
 RMSEA 
 NFI/RFI/IFI/TLI/CFI 
 
1.17 (p = .557) 
< .08 
> .90 
 
8.01(p = .018) 
.12 
> .90 
 
2.24 (p = .34) 
.02 
> .90 
 
.32 (p = .851) 
< .08 
> .90 
 
.82 (p = .665) 
< .08 
> .90 
Convergent validity 
(significance level of critical 
ratios of unstandardised 
regression weights) 
p < .05 p < .05 p < .05 p < .05 p < .05 
Multiple regression was used to predict the variance of CHL proficiency. Predictors included 
four forms of capital and pertinent demographic variables, such as generation, age of immigration 
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(coded as 0 if born in Australia), home language use pattern (ranging from English only, through a 
mixed use of English, a Chinese dialect/Mandarin, and/or other language/s, to Mandarin only), and 
years of formal CHL learning. Model summary and significant predictors are demonstrated in 
Tables 2 and 3.  
Table 2. Model summary 
Model R R2 Adjusted R2 ∆R2 ∆F df1 df2 p value of ∆F Durbin-Watson 
1 .87a .75 .74 .75 82.82 8 221 .000  
2 .87b .75 .74 .00 .04 1 221 .844  
3 .87c .75 .74 .00 1.95 1 222 .164  
4 .86d .75 .74 .00 2.51 1 223 .114 2.04 
a. Predictors: (constant), economic capital, cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, 
generation, age of immigration, home language use pattern, years of formal CHL learning 
b. Predictors: (constant), cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, generation, age of 
immigration, home language use pattern, years of formal CHL learning 
c. Predictors: (constant), cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, age of immigration, 
home language use pattern, years of formal CHL learning 
d. Predictors: (constant), cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, age of immigration, 
home language use pattern 
Table 3. Significant predictors for CHL proficiency 
Predictors 
Unstandardised Std. 
Beta 
t p 
Collinearity statistics 
Beta S.E. of B Tolerance VIF 
(Constant) -.23 .21   -1.07 .285     
Cultural capital .13 .06 .12 2.10 .037 .35 2.89 
Social capital .12 .07 .10 1.82 .049 .39 2.57 
Symbolic capital .44 .08 .38 5.85 .000 .26 3.79 
Age of immigration .05 .01 .14 3.43 .001 .69 1.46 
Home language use pattern .77 .12 .30 6.23 .000 .50 2.00 
Cultural capital, social capital, symbolic capital, age of immigration, and home language use 
pattern were significant predictors for CHL proficiency, accounting for 74% of the variance of CHL 
proficiency. Different from other forms of capital, economic capital was a non-significant predictor 
for CHL proficiency. In this vein, it is not the possession of financial wealth but the investment in 
the valued Chinese cultural resources, the engagement in the Chinese-friendly social networks 
(friendship, family, and community), and the recognition of any Chinese-related resources that 
contribute to the CHL proficiency of young Chinese Australians. 
Of all the included demographic predictors, age of immigration and home language use pattern 
were more meaningful than generation and years of formal CHL learning in predicting CHL 
proficiency. Young Chinese Australians who came to live in Australia at an older age and/or whose 
family adopts a more Chinese-favourable language policy at home tend to have better CHL 
proficiency. This is in line with the growing evidence that CHL experience gained through 
childhood linguistic and cultural knowledge of CHL (Ke 1998, Shen 2003, Xiao 2006) or/and 
benefited from family CHL policy (Curdt-Christiansen 2009, 2013b), can help in the acquisition 
and development of CHL later in life. When young Chinese Australians have more prior exposure to 
Chinese language, though often limited to early childhood either through socialisation within a 
Chinese-speaking society or Chinese-favourable linguistic politics at home, they may become 
proficient in Chinese later in life in ways that those who do not may never be. These 
Chinese-speaking societies or Chinese-favourable families are “a structured social space” (Bourdieu 
2011, 40), or a ‘field’ that structures strategic action for control over resources that are construed as 
forms of capital (Bourdieu 1991, 1993b). To clarify, these fields endow young Chinese Australians 
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with capital, cultural capital and social capital in particular, through family inculcation of Chinese 
language or early socialisation in Chinese community, which helps these young people to gain CHL 
proficiency.  
The structure of fields relates to macro social language politics and micro family language 
policies that come to shape value-laden and power-inflected language practices (Curdt-Christiansen 
2013a). This was evidently associated with some ‘outliers’ in the quantitative analysis. For example, 
a Taiwanese-born respondent who moved to Australia at the age of 13 did not report strong 
commitment to CHL learning while living in Australia but demonstrated high CHL proficiency; in 
contrast, an Indonesian-born respondent who moved to Australia at the age of 12 was reportedly 
committed to CHL learning by all means but struggled to improve CHL competence. The linguistic 
fields of society and family within Taiwan and Indonesia are completely different: the former favour 
Chinese language (Mu in press) while the latter traditionally proscribe it (Purdey 2006). This 
resulted in different childhood language experience of the two respondents, which, as argued earlier, 
is critical to CHL maintenance and development later in life. Deeper, qualitative analysis of these 
outliers and other selected participants follows. 
 
The qualitative sub-study 
If the investment of capital in CHL learning does produce CHL proficiency for young Chinese 
Australians, does CHL proficiency generate any profit for these young people? To explore the 
profits of CHL proficiency for young Chinese Australians, qualitative data was produced through 
interviews with five participants, a sub-set of the survey participants who had provided contact 
details and accepted an invitation to take part in the interviews. These interview participants were 
either extreme cases (Patton 1990) – ‘outliers’ in the quantitative sub-study, or cases that offered 
maximum-variation (Patton 1990) in demographics. All names are pseudonyms – either 
self-selected by the participant or randomly assigned by the author. Multiple interviews were 
conducted with participants when further information needed to be plumbed. Table 4 portrays key 
demographic features of the participants. 
Table 4. Participants’ demographics 
Pseudonym Adam Bob Crystal Dianna En-ning 
Number of interviews 3 1 1 2 2 
Gender Male Male Female Female Female 
Age in years 28 18 18 21 23 
Birthplace Indonesia Hong Kong Australia Taiwan Australia 
Age of immigration 12 9 months N/A* 13 N/A* 
Generation 1st 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 
CHL proficiency Low Low Low High Low to medium 
Formal CHL learning None One year Five years 13 years 10 years 
Language use at home 
English and 
Indonesian with a 
few Mandarin words 
English and 
Cantonese 
English 
Hokkien and 
Mandarin 
English 
N/A*: Born in Australia      
A deductive thematic analytic approach (Boyatzis 1998, Braun and Clarke 2006) was used to 
describe, organise, and analyse the interview data in terms of conceptual framework informed by 
Bourdieu’s notion of capital. When asked about the profits of CHL, these participants spoke of the 
production of various forms of capital through CHL learning. 
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Economic capital production 
All participants considered their CHL proficiency an asset if valued in a future labour market, 
or a given field in Bourdieu’s sense. Dianna shared a story about her Chinese Australian friend who 
got a job as a translator in a company because of his Chinese competence. She explained: “When 
you are looking for a job, people tend to consider someone who can speak two languages or more 
than two.” This view was shared by other participants. Adam, who was doing research in air 
pollution, hoped that his Chinese competence would open up opportunities to find work to do with 
air pollution in China. Bob, who was studying paramedical science, reported that his Chinese 
competence might be helpful if he wanted to get a job in Hong Kong as a paramedic. Crystal 
considered her Chinese competence an instrumental advantage if she wanted to possibly work in 
Hong Kong one day. En-ning, who changed her major from arts and law to Asian studies and law, 
considered her Chinese competence useful if she wanted to “pursue Australia-China relations or 
work as a lawyer”. These accounts indicated that CHL proficiency has been explicitly associated 
with extra job opportunities, and ultimately convertible into economic capital. 
Cultural capital production 
Participants indicated the re/production of different forms of cultural capital through CHL 
learning. Firstly, to help with learning Chinese, participants reportedly collected Chinese textbooks, 
Chinese TV series, and Chinese readings – material cultural goods that can be understood as 
‘objectified cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1986). 
Secondly, participants reported the obtainment of Chinese thinking, doing, and being through 
CHL learning. Adam spoke of understanding local people’s particular ways of doing things during 
his Chinese language study tour in Shanghai. These understandings can be conceptualised as 
‘embodied cultural capital’, the know-how capacity that people bring with them when moving 
across different social spaces (Bourdieu 1991). By virtue of these embodied resources, when Adam 
accompanied his sister to visit Shanghai, he became the person “who showed her around”, told her 
“how unique people in Shanghai are”, and “trained her how to cross the road safely”. Bob noted 
that his mum taught him about “the formation of Chinese characters” and “how different characters 
had changed over the years.” Through family inculcation, Bob’s mum passed on this Chinese 
cultural knowledge. As Bourdieu (1973) argues, the reproduction of cultural capital emphasises the 
importance of the early familial environment for the learning and accumulation of cultural capital. 
In other words, the reproduction of cultural capital is not established in a vacuum but is 
intergenerationally sponsored. 
Thirdly, participants recalled that they had undertaken formal Chinese learning in schools 
and/or at universities. Considering a comment by Crystal:  
I think I took my first formal Chinese lesson when I was in Year Three at my primary 
school… I did two years of Chinese at high school in Year Seven and Year Eight… 
From Year Nine to Year 11, I went to my community Chinese school, run by Chinese 
people… I am going to do my first Chinese course this coming semester (at my 
university). 
These Chinese courses were part of the school/university curriculum, through which participants 
received certain credits. These credits symbolise a cultural competence and confer participants a 
conventional, constant, and legally guaranteed value with respect to Chinese language competence, 
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or ‘institutionalised cultural capital’ in Bourdieu’s (1986) term.  
Social capital production 
When asked about their language choices at home, at work, with friends, and in their social 
lives, all participants indicated that CHL was useful and beneficial in at least one of these settings. 
First of all, they all indicated that their Chinese competence helped strengthen their family ties. This 
was particularly important when some family members did not have, or did not have enough, 
English competence. Dianna reported that Chinese usage at home was the only way to communicate 
with her parents who “did not have any English”. Crystal and En-ning reported that Chinese usage 
helped them communicate “more” and “better” with family members, particularly with their 
grandparents. By saying “more” and “better”, they meant something they did not have or did not 
have enough of before. The embedded connotation here resonates with the notion ‘social capital’ 
because social capital can “provide actual or potential access to valued resources” (Bourdieu 1993a, 
143). For these participants, the valued resources generated through CHL learning were better 
intergenerational communication that might strengthen their family ties. 
Secondly, CHL proficiency could reportedly build friendship networks. Considering a 
comment by En-ning: 
I think of how many diverse and amazing experiences I have been able to have as a 
result of coming to China and learning Chinese. For example, I have memories of 
overseas Chinese from all over the world hanging out in a dorm room and sharing 
stories about our experiences as overseas Chinese…Chatting to a bunch of Chinese girls 
on a train, you know anything that is relevant to their lives. I think if I can’t speak some 
Chinese, I would not have access to it. 
Moreover, CHL proficiency by participants’ accounts benefited their daily lives. All 
participants described experiences when their Chinese competence helped them socialise with other 
people. Adam used to mix with other Chinese-speaking people in a Chinese mall when he was in 
Singapore. Bob and Crystal reported the experience at work of using Chinese to help people who 
could not speak English. Crystal was also very happy that she was able to use Chinese in China 
when shopping. Dianna taught small children simple Chinese keywords or sang Chinese songs with 
them over the Chinese New Year. En-ning indicated that her Chinese language competence was 
indispensable when she was in China because she had to use Chinese in her daily life to socialise 
with other Chinese people. 
In contrast, a lack of CHL proficiency reportedly hindered the establishment and development 
of social networks. When asked whether it was a struggle to speak Chinese, Bob said: 
Definitely I was keen to socialise with people but it’s hard because I don’t know what to 
say. If I knew what to say, I would definitely say (something). Yes in a way, it was a 
struggle. But I was willing to try and make that effort to say something. 
On the one hand, a lack of CHL proficiency precluded Bob from socialising with Chinese-speaking 
people. On the other hand, Bob described trying his best to practice his CHL in order to better 
enable socialising.  
In brief, CHL competence has maintained, extended, or improved the social networks for all 
participants in their Chinese-speaking social world, in terms of strengthening family ties, 
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developing new friendships or improving their existing ones, and socialising with other people. 
Therefore, CHL as a means of communication has a functional significance in terms of establishing 
valuable networks within fields where Chinese is the medium of social relations. 
Symbolic capital production 
CHL proficiency reportedly became symbolic capital when recognised or valued by others. 
Adam recalled his feeling of being understood by local people in Shanghai: “I felt really great! ... 
The feeling was like excitement and wanting to do more (learn more Chinese) along the way.” This 
“excitement” and motivation to learn Chinese may be attributed to his experience that his Chinese 
language was understood, accepted, and legitimised by the local Shanghai people. Other 
participants reported similar experiences of recognition and affirmation when their Chinese 
language was valued by others. Dianna had the experience of being praised by her parents’ friends 
for her CHL competence. She recalled the praise: “It’s really good you can still speak Chinese.” She 
also recalled the experience that she was asked by her white Australian classmates in high school to 
speak Chinese. When her classmate said: “I only speak English. You can speak two languages”, 
Dianna noted: “I was really, really proud of myself.” En-ning recalled: “In terms of my 
grandparents, they are very proud and happy that I am pursuing this language.” When asked 
whether learning Chinese has ever helped her win any qualifications or awards, En-ning was “pretty 
sure” that “almost everything” she was able to win was “partially because of” her Chinese learning 
efforts. These included a prestigious scholarship at a leading Australian university and a national 
scholarship awarded by the Australian Federal Government. As she explained, “Of course I don’t 
think I would have got the scholarships if I didn’t have at least some Chinese language background.” 
For these participants, CHL proficiency became a recognised asset with legitimised value, which 
was then convertible into symbolic capital. 
 
Conclusion 
CHLLs’ commitments to HL learning have been understood differently by different theoretical 
approaches, varying from the traditional social psychological approach to the poststructuralist 
approach. As argued earlier, both approaches offer meaningful perspectives into certain contexts, 
but are open to critique in other contexts. To complement the two approaches mentioned, the current 
mixed methods study drew insights from Bourdieu’s sociological notions of capital. The initial 
quantitative sub-study reveals that it is the access to different forms of capital – Chinese cultural 
resources, Chinese-favourable social networks, and legitimate recognitions that contributes to 
young Chinese Australians’ CHL proficiency. The subsequent qualitative sub-study explores that 
CHL learning benefits these young people in terms of the production of economic, cultural, social, 
and symbolic capital. The production of capital in identical or expanded forms can enable young 
Chinese Australians to further engage with their CHL learning. Therefore, the inherent 
entanglement of the quantitative and qualitative sub-studies helps to claim that young Chinese 
Australians’ CHL proficiency and their commitments to CHL learning present a reciprocal, 
mutually constructed relationship. 
The current study is informative in terms of the use of Bourdieu’s sociology to investigate 
CHL learning. Although existing literature did not explicitly use Bourdieu’s concept of capital in 
CHL contexts, the current study helps to make sense of the existing empirical evidence regarding 
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how children of Chinese immigrant families put symbolic, material, and other resources into the 
enterprise of their CHL learning based on a cost-benefit assessment. For these children, CHL 
proficiency was found to be ‘symbolic capital’ – an additional language skill praised by teachers or 
prizes awarded at Chinese speech contests (Zhang 2009), the lack of which, on the contrary, was 
considered to be “embarrassing” and to make these children feel “ashamed” (Francis, Archer, and 
Mau 2009, 529). In addition, Chinese language was found to be ‘social capital’ – strengthened 
friendship among Chinese-speaking peers (Zhang 2009) or better communication with family 
members (Lao 2004, Francis, Archer, and Mau 2009). Moreover, the language reportedly facilitated 
future job opportunities for these children (Lao 2004, Francis, Archer, and Mau 2009), which can be 
convertible into ‘economic capital’. Furthermore, empirical evidence indicates that the quantity and 
quality of Chinese cultural and social resources available to CHLLs influence their CHL proficiency. 
For example, the discovered inadequate Chinese reading materials in Chinese immigrant homes 
(Xiao 2008, Lao 2004), or the lack of ‘objectified cultural capital’ in Bourdieu’s term, were 
understood to impede further development of children’s CHL. Another example is that 
Chinese-speaking peer influence as well as parent-child and grandparent-grandchild cohesion (Luo 
and Wiseman 2000), or ‘social capital’ in Bourdieu’s term, contributed to children’s CHL retention.  
Despite that the current study has made an attempt to count on Bourdieu’s capital metaphor 
and typology to unveil the role played by valuable resources in young Chinese Australians’ CHL 
proficiency and the profits brought by this proficiency, CHL development, maintenance, erosion, 
and loss for Chinese immigrants and their descendants are complex problems for scholars, teachers, 
and policy makers. Future research is required to give answers to these questions: Why do 
motivated CHLLs nevertheless fail to acquire CHL commensurate with their goals? Why does their 
commitment to CHL learning differ and vary in that they are sometimes motivated, extroverted, and 
confident, but sometimes not? Do they change with different reasons or goals for CHL learning at 
different ages, and with different degrees of intensity and effort from one context to the next? 
Capital, habitus, and field are the three main “thinking tools” (Wacquant 1989, 40) of 
Bourdieu’s sociological approach. They form an inter-dependent and co-constructed triad, with 
none of them primary, dominant, or causal (Thomson 2008). They need to be taken together to 
realise the full value of a Bourdieusian perspective. However, due to the limited space of this paper, 
the author is not able to analyse the data more elaborately through the triad of capital, habitus, and 
field. More discussions will be presented in future scholarly work. 
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